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The increasing prominence of environmental issues, together with the suspicion that the Bible, both through its creation stories and its eschatological expectations, may discourage a sense of Christian environmental responsibility, raise a challenge to which biblical scholars have responded in various ways. Some attempt to recover a positive ecological message from the Bible, while others read the Bible critically through the framework of a set of ecojustice principles. This essay reviews some of these contributions and argues for a theological approach to interpretation which avoids some of the weaknesses of either of these two alternatives.

In recent years, environmental issues have moved from the fringes of political and ethical debate to the very centre, now acknowledged as among the most crucial and pressing issues faced by the whole global community at the beginning of the third millennium. As ever, and whether acknowledged or not, such emerging issues and ethical challenges form the context in which biblical studies operate; the contemporary agenda influences the topics and questions addressed in the discipline. There is, however, also a more specific provocation to consider the ecological implications, positive or negative, of the biblical material. In a now famous article, published in 1967, the medieval historian Lynn White Jr argued that the (Western) Christian worldview, rooted in the creation stories and the notion of humanity made in God’s image, introduced a dualism between humanity and nature, and established the notion that it was God’s will that humanity exploit nature to serve human interests.​[1]​ Thus Christianity, according to White, bears ‘a huge burden of guilt’ (p. 1206). In the years since its publication, the article has remained probably the most cited contribution to ecotheological debate.
	While White’s critique has led to a focus on the meaning and impact of the Bible’s creation stories and especially the mandate given to humanity to subdue and have dominion over the earth (Gen. 1.26-28), questions have also been raised about the impact of biblical eschatology. A number of biblical texts present images of cosmic destruction, depicting what will happen on ‘the day of the Lord’, the coming day of God’s judgment and salvation (e.g., Joel 1.15; Amos 5.18-20; 1 Thess. 5.2). Some texts suggest that catastrophes on the earth must precede this final day of salvation (e.g., Mark 13.8, 24-25); others depict Christians being ‘caught up’ to meet the returning Lord in the air (1 Thess. 4.16-17). Such texts, along with the enigmatic apocalyptic scenarios depicted in the book of Revelation, have, of course, shaped the development of contemporary Christian eschatologies. The critical question is whether such eschatological views foster a view of the earth as merely a temporary and soon-to-be destroyed habitation, from which the elect will be rescued.​[2]​ The implication would be that preserving the earth is hardly a priority, and may even represent opposition to the progress of God’s eschatological purposes. Indeed there are some indications that such views have shaped an opposition to environmental action on the part of some fundamentalists and evangelicals.​[3]​

Responses to the challenge
There are, then, a range of challenges and critical questions for biblical scholars to address. Responses to date have taken a variety of forms. Many of these have essentially been defensive, arguing, against White and others, that the biblical texts do not mandate any divinely-given right for humans to exploit the earth for their benefit. As noted above, Gen. 1.26-28 has been one crucial site of interpretative battle. 
Some treatments of this ‘dominion’ text have been primarily concerned to defend Genesis 1 by placing it in its ancient historical context. Norbert Lohfink, for example, though surprisingly without any reference to White, argues that the ‘blessing’ of Gen. 1.28 refers to the divine plan for each nation to ‘take possession of their own regions’, and for humans to domesticate animals in a way which establishes a form of peaceful co-existence. Since the text has this kind of expansion of human civilisation and domestication of animals in view, it is inappropriate to use it ‘to legitimate what humanity has inaugurated in modern times… The Jewish-Christian doctrine of humanity… regards human beings very highly, but it would never designate them as absolute rulers of the universe’.​[4]​
	A highly influential approach which attempts to recover from biblical texts such as Gen. 1.28 a message of positive value to the ecological agenda reinterprets the notion of human dominion as a model of stewardship. This approach picks up the use of kingly language in Gen. 1.26-28, and also the notion of tending the garden in Gen. 2.15, and interprets it within the broader treatment of kingship in the Hebrew Bible. Kingly rule, it is argued, was not about domination and exploitation, at least in terms of the biblical ‘ideal’. The language of dominion can thus be read as giving a responsibility to humanity, to care for and tend the earth.​[5]​ Indeed, a focus on stewardship as a biblical image of humanity’s role in creation is central to the realignment of major evangelical leaders and bodies behind a more environmentally-conscious vision of Christian responsibility (e.g., the Evangelical Climate Initiative [2006]).​[6]​
Another kind of response to the potential difficulties of Gen. 1.26-31 has been to argue that the ideology which legitimated the modern scientific and technological project of mastering nature, with its particular view of the human vocation, is not so much a product of the text itself as of much later historical developments. It was only with the Renaissance and the beginnings of modern science, Richard Bauckham insists, that dominion came to be seen as a ‘historical task’. Humans then, but only then, saw themselves called and equipped to ‘play the role of God in relation to the world’.​[7]​
All of these treatments of the crucial ‘dominion’ passage defend the text against the accusations of White and others. And as part of such a strategy of biblical interpretation, this text and other texts are argued to have much to contribute to a positive reevaluation of the responsibilities and relationship of humanity to the earth.
A similar tendency can be seen in relation to the equally difficult eschatological texts. A good deal of energy has gone into the attempt to demonstrate that such texts, or most of them at least, do not imply the destruction of the earth but rather its transformation.​[8]​ For example, in a discussion of Revelation 21–22, Steven Bouma-Prediger argues that a positive ecological vision emerges.​[9]​ The ‘new heaven and new earth’ does not, he argues, imply the destruction of the old cosmos and the emergence of a new one, but rather ‘connotes new in quality’ (p. 114). Furthermore, the separation between heaven and earth is overcome and evil and its consequences are no more. The holy city is an eloquent vision of ‘the all-embracing scope of God’s redemptive work’ (p. 115, quoting George Caird). So, Bouma-Prediger proposes, this is ‘an earthly vision of life made good and whole and right, because of God’s grace. Heaven and earth are renewed and are one. God dwells with us, at home in creation… In short, a world of shalom’ (pp. 115-16).
However, not all biblical scholars have been so convinced that the Bible, rightly read, can be turned into an eco-friendly book, redeemed from the charges of White and others. Quite apart from a few fundamentalist writers, who oppose the environmental agenda (seen as part of a ‘new age’ neopaganism) and assert that the Bible does teach humanity’s unique and sovereign position,​[10]​ even some committed to the ecojustice agenda have insisted that the Bible bequeaths an ambivalent legacy, with some texts that do indeed devalue the earth.
	For example, Norman Habel, main editor of the Earth Bible series (on which see below), rejects any attempt to soften the meaning of Gen 1.26-28:
The verb kabash (‘to subdue’) not only confirms the status of humans as having power over Earth; it also points to harsh control… Subduing the land meant crushing opposing forces. There is nothing gentle about kabash… The orientation of the human story (Gen. 1.26-28) is overtly hierarchical: humans are authorized to rule other creatures and to subdue Earth.​[11]​
For Habel, the story of the making of humanity (Gen. 1.26-30) disrupts and conflicts with the story of the revealing, activating and illuminating of Earth – capitalized as a character by Habel (Gen. 1.1-25). In the opening verses of Genesis, life emerges through a fruitful collaboration between God and Earth; Earth is a partner in the story, a willing actor in the generation of living things. With the creation of humanity, however, that partnership is changed; now Earth is to be dominated and ruled from above by humanity. Reading ‘from the perspective of Earth’ – a central concern of the Earth Bible series – this is a damaging and unfortunate section of the story, which does not support the ecojustice principles to which Habel is committed.
When it comes to the eschatological texts and their visions of the ‘end’, some writers have similarly suggested that it is immensely difficult, perhaps impossible, plausibly to ‘recover’ a positive view of the earth and of our responsibility to care for it from at least some of these texts. Keith Dyer, for example, notes ‘a huge problem for ecotheology in those texts that resist retrieval and advocate our… “earnestly desiring” such an end’ (cf. 2 Pet. 3.12).​[12]​ Indeed, 2 Pet. 3.10-13 is probably the most ‘difficult’ eschatological text in the New Testament from an ecological point of view. Not only does it insist – against those who doubt this (vv. 8-9) – that the day of the Lord will indeed come and will be a day of fiery destruction for the heavens and the earth (v. 10), but it also urges believers to ‘hasten’ the coming of this day, through their upright living (vv. 11-12).​[13]​ 

Ways ahead? Towards an ecological hermeneutic
As with many other contemporary moral issues that biblical scholars have addressed, so too with the environment it does indeed seem that the Bible represents an ambivalent and ambiguous legacy which can be read and construed in a wide variety of ways. It is interesting to compare, for example, the competing biblical interpretations related to the issues of slavery and women’s rights. In the slavery debates of 19th century North America, exegetes argued both for abolitionist and anti-abolitionist positions, finding support in the Bible, sometimes from different texts, sometimes from the same texts.​[14]​ Similarly, more recent arguments about women’s equality and leadership roles have focused on competing interpretations of crucial biblical texts, notably those in the Pauline letters (Gal 3.28; 1 Cor 11.2-16; 14.34-35; 1 Tim 2.9-15, etc.).
	Despite the fact that much exegetical energy is expended on attempts to demonstrate the correct – or at least the most plausible – way to understand a given text, we have to acknowledge that the biblical texts are open to a range of readings and have, indeed, been read in a variety of ways through Christian history. More disturbing, perhaps, is the suggestion that the most plausible reading of the texts, assuming there to be one, may support the ethical stance we find least acceptable. Wayne Meeks, for example, argues that the pro-slavery advocates had the more persuasive exegesis on their side, even though we now find the institution of slavery morally repugnant.​[15]​ The same might arguably be said in regard to women’s equality, gay rights, and environmental care. What should Christian interpreters, and specifically Christian environmentalists, do if (a) the Bible cannot – despite many claims to the contrary – provide an objective, clear perspective distinct from the interests and convictions of each particular interpreter, and (b) the biblical perspective may in fact, at least in certain texts, run counter to what we sense is the right moral stance?
	One possible approach is represented by the Earth Bible Project, to which I referred earlier. This project, and its multi-volume output, represents the most sustained effort to date to offer ecological readings of the biblical texts. Rejecting any naïve assumption ‘that the Bible is environmentally friendly’,​[16]​ the Earth Bible Team approach the biblical texts with a prior commitment to a clear and explicit set of ‘ecojustice principles’, worked out in dialogue with ecologists and set out at the beginning of each volume in the series. These are:
1.	The principle of intrinsic worth: The universe, Earth and all its components have intrinsic worth / value.
2.	The principle of interconnectedness: Earth is a community of interconnected living things that are mutually dependent on each other for life and survival.
3.	The principle of voice: Earth is a subject capable of raising its voice in celebration and against injustice.
4.	The principle of purpose: The universe, Earth and all its components, are part of a dynamic cosmic design within which each piece has a place in the overall goal of that design.
5.	The principle of mutual custodianship: Earth is a balanced and diverse domain where responsible custodians can function as partners, rather than rulers, to sustain a balanced and diverse Earth community.
6.	The principle of resistance: Earth and its components not only suffer from injustices at the hands of humans, but actively resist them in the struggle for justice.​[17]​
These principles guide the process of biblical interpretation, which requires both suspicion and recovery. An engagement with the Bible is thus shaped by an explicitly stated and previously adopted set of principles, which, in effect, encapsulate the ethical commitments of the Team. The key task is to discern whether ‘the text is consistent, or in conflict, with whichever of the six ecojustice principles may be considered relevant’ in any particular case.​[18]​
	One difficulty with this approach, however, at least in terms of an approach to doing Christian theology, is that authority effectively lies not with the Bible or the Christian tradition, but with the ecojustice principles; it is these that present a set of norms to inspire and instruct human belief and action. But why, for Christians, should these principles be found persuasive, persuasive enough to serve as a basis for ethical commitment and critical evaluation of the Bible? Put differently, to be potentially persuasive as an attempt to reshape Christian theology and ethics, an ecological reading of the Bible would need to demonstrate that it offers an authentic appropriation of the Christian tradition.
	In sum, there seem to be difficulties both with the attempts to claim that the Bible is ‘really’ an eco-friendly book, as found particularly in some evangelical treatments of the subject, and with the attempt to use a set of contemporary ethical principles to serve as the basis for a critical reading of the Bible. The former approach tends to obscure the extent to which the work of interpretation is a constructive act, dealing with inherently ambivalent texts. The latter, with its strong and explicit commitment to the ecojustice principles, denies the Bible any explicit role in the construction of doctrine and ethics, and instead measures the biblical texts against its adopted set of values.
	In a collaborative project on uses of the Bible in environmental ethics at the University of Exeter we are attempting not only to survey and critically appraise the range of appeals to the Bible there have been in this field but also to develop constructive ecological engagement with biblical texts.​[19]​ Our approach to the Bible – and the issues of interpretation outlined above – has been particularly influenced by the attempts of South African theologian Ernst Conradie to develop an ecological hermeneutic.​[20]​ The model of interpretation Conradie sets out, and particularly his view of the role of doctrinal constructs (set out briefly in his essay below) seems to offer a way between the alternatives outlined above. 
	What Conradie’s approach highlights is that, at least for any interpretation of the Bible orientated towards some contemporary theological or ethical issue, we cannot and should not pretend that our aim is simply to discover, through careful exegesis, what the text ‘really says’. Our own context, interests and commitments will always already have shaped the questions we bring and the priorities we perceive. Rather than conceal these beneath the cloak of simply doing exegesis it is better to acknowledge and reflect explicitly on the ways in which our engagement with the biblical texts is, inevitably, a constructive and creative one, in which certain ideas, themes, doctrinal constructs or lenses, come to the centre. That is to say, such ‘lenses’ are constructed in the encounter with the text – arising from the text, in a sense, but also from the context of the reader, shaping what is seen, what is in central focus, or blurred at the edges.
	This does not provide – and is not intended to provide – a specific ‘method’ that determines the shape of the essays that follow. But it does indicate certain common convictions that are at work throughout: that ecological interpretation of the Bible does not and cannot consist in trying simply to establish what the texts say, but requires instead a constructive engagement in which, to use Gadamer’s metaphor, the horizon of the text and the horizon of the reader are brought together, and that this engagement is both shaped by, and in turn intends to shape, the Christian theological tradition. In this sense, the approach may be described as an attempt to construct an ecological theology which, while innovative, is nonetheless coherent with a scripturally-shaped Christian orthodoxy (see Dominic Coad’s comments below). Yet, as Jonathan Morgan shows, this may involve a rereading of texts all-too-often marginalised in Christian theology, and which, in turn, may radically challenge our worldview precisely through their strangeness. It also, as Cherryl Hunt makes clear, requires that we go beyond what the biblical writers perceived or intended in what they wrote. Finally, Ernst Conradie sketches the range of possible doctrinal constructs that might shape and inform the ongoing attempts to develop an ecological biblical hermeneutics and an ecological theology. For it is clear that the scale and importance of the ecological challenges that face the whole of humanity demand nothing less than a rethinking of the Christian theological tradition, and that new readings of the Bible will play an important part in resourcing that renewal.
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